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Excerpted from Saddlebags, City Streets, and
Cyberspace: A History of Preaching in the Churches of
Christ, © 1995 by Dr. Michael W. Casey. Reprinted by
permission of ACU Press.
Don Haymes, in his article on Southern religious debating, makes the perceptive remark that the "energy once
devoted to airing of doctrinal differences is now channeled
into televised assaults against social and political targets."!
The Churches of Christ have clearly followed the social
and cultural trends of the rest of the South on the preaching of political topics.
The Churches of Christ were mostly apolitical and
pacifist until World War J.2 David Lipscomb had argued
that Christians were citizens of a different kingdom and
should have nothing to do with any worldly institutions,
especially political and moral institutions. He thought that
it was wrong for Christians to vote, even on moral questions. Lipscomb cared nothing for prohibition or any other
moral issue as a part of politics. The business of Christians was to spread the kingdom of God, which would
eventually overthrow all political kingdoms. The hope of
believers was in the other world, the heavenly kingdom.
As a result, Christians also could not participate in war.'
After 1900, however, the entire South began to endorse efforts at moral legislation. Increasingly, Southerners began to see America as a Christian nation and to believe that issues of liquor consumption and the teaching
of evolution were important, both spiritually and politically." The increasing affluence in the Churches of Christ
also began to dictate a change in preachers' interest in
political issues. The preachers of the Churches of Christ
became more aware and concerned about the surrounding
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society, a factor which contributed to the emergence of
the political pulpit.
Throughout the history of the Churches of Christ, leaders and preachers have spoken and written about theological topics in order to define acceptable positions. But
because of the debating tradition and the practice of congregational autonomy in Churches of Christ, individual
preachers have been able to rise in popularity if they could
convince most in the churches to agree with them (they
have also fallen if they were not able to convince them).
Convincing them, however, has often been tricky and
treacherous business, for many who have wanted popularity and power have found themselves on the unpopular
side of controversies. Most preachers have called these
theological topics "issues." They discuss political questions as theological "issues" that have to be settled among
the churches. This style became one more way for some
preachers to build popularity among the Churches of
Christ.
G. C. Brewer was clearly the key person to introduce
the political pulpit. He studied under David Lipscomb at
Nashville Bible School (now David Lipscomb University)
and took the pacifist position, agreeing with Lipscomb
that a Christian should not vote. During World War I, he
tried unsuccessfully to prevent his brother, a conscientious
objector, from being inducted into the military.' But Brewer
underwent a transformation in his beliefs and practices;
and while he claimed never to have completely shed his
old beliefs, neither did they ever fit very well into the political preaching he helped to pioneer.
The "red scare" of 1919 and 1920 transformed many
conservative Protestant Christians into fundamentalists.
They became concerned about the threats of Russian Bol-
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plans" appeared to be bringing prosperity to the Soviet
Union. American intellectuals and many in the labor unions
became attracted to Communism, and membership in the
Communist Party reached one million. Brewer, while he
preached for the Central congregation in Los Angeles, may
have encountered church members who were members of
the Communist Party. Some dust bowl migrants from
Oklahoma and Texas were members of a California labor
union that had ties to the Communist Party." When Brewer
saw the activities of the Communist Party in California,
he knew he had found his platform. He began a fight
against Communism before anyone else in the Churches
of Christ recognized this ideology as a threat.
In 1936 at the Central Church of Christ in Los Angeles, he debated Dr. J. C. Coleman, the executive secretary
of the Friends of Soviet Russia. Brewer, in an interview
near the end of his life, described the scene at the debate:
The audience filled up [the building] made up of Communists and our brethren ... and the Communists would
raise their red flag and shake it right there out in the audience as I was speaking. If I made mention of "Old
Glory"-I
had "Old Glory" hung up behind me right
there-they'd
swear and jeer. When you mentioned the
American flag [they] raised the red flag and shook it. Old
Jimmy Lovell ... had gotten himself deputized to be an
officer. He had a big 45 strapped under his coat and ...
[Lovell told Brewer], "I was sitting right behind you. I
was looking at everybody in the eye out in that audience.'?'
Brewer wrote a series of articles for the Gospel Advocate, which it published as a pamphlet entitled Communism and Its Four Horsemen: Atheism, Immorality, Class
Hatred, Pacifism. Despite claiming that Christians were
"peacemakers" and that their weapons were not carnal,
he condemned the Communists as political pacifists. He
condemned college students who were pacifists and who
took "the Kirby Page pledge against war, which binds them
not to participate in any war or to support war even in a
moral or financial way.'?' Brewer was alarmed that this
pledge included a "war of defense when our country and
our homes are invaded. "24 Support of this philosophy meant
that the Communists would be able to overthrow the
American government."
Brewer began to be in demand to speak before the
American Legion and other patriotic groups. Sometimes
his anti-Communist speech was titled "No -ism but Americanism." In 1936 in a speech in Nashville before the
American Legion, Brewer said he was "ready to give the

Published by Pepperdine Digital Commons, 1998

153

Tne p~(iti~;fl preA~ner.s
.s~u~nt AnA t~unA =r-:
A(,itity, t~r tneir (b~A( ~~n~re~Ati~n.s AnA tne ~nur~n
A.s A hJ'n~(e.
last drop of blood in my veins" to defend America against
Communism: "I for one, will fight, and I know every redblooded American citizen will do likewise.?" Foy Wallace
Jr. criticized Brewer: "Did Jesus Christ die for 'Americanism' on the cross of Calvary? What about Christians
in other nations? What should they shed every drop of
their blood for? ... Such blustering from a gospel preacher
... ought to make every Christian who reads it blush with
shame.'?" F. B. Srygley was astounded at Brewer's political preaching and added that the hope for the world was
"in the gospel of Christ and not how much blood Brother
Brewer is willing to spill.':" Brewer claimed that his speech
was inaccurately reported, but many recall the times that
Brewer preached on political issues when he spoke at
churches.
In 1952 Brewer founded and edited Voice of Freedom,
a journal devoted to exposing the threats of Communism
and Catholicism. B. C. Goodpasture, editor of the Gospel
Advocate, was the president and Batsell Barrett Baxter
served as the secretary of Freedom Press, the nonprofit
organization that sponsored the Voice of Freedom. As the
editor, Brewer said that Christians "as the light of the world
should work for political and social reform in the world,
not of a few pious individuals in the world!" He also appealed to the example of Jesus in claiming that Christ effected social and political change by sending Rome to
destroy Jerusalem-by
war."
Assimilating the traditional conscientious objector's
position of Lipscomb with his own "militant anti-communism greatly troubled Brewer.'?" Most of those who
followed Brewer in political preaching, however, readily
shed the inconsistency by jettisoning Lipscomb's pacifist
position. George Benson, who succeeded the pacifist J.
N. Armstrong as president of Harding College, founded
the National Education Program, which promoted free
enterprise and "Americanism.'?' James Bales, professor
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of Bible at Harding, changed from an ardent pacifist in
World War II to an outspoken anti-Communist and proAmerican speaker and writer. Benson and Bales, friends
and admirers of Brewer, preached on these themes in
churches and at lectureships."
Soon other preachers began to pick up on the same
themes. George Bailey, a well-known Texas preacher, delivered the sermon "Will God Always Bless America?"
on hundreds of occasions. 33 Wayne Poucher, another Texas
preacher, spoke frequently against the Communist threat."
Eventually, Poucher became a speaker on "Life Line," a
nationwide
radio program
sponsored
by the
archconservative Dallas businessman H. L. Hunt. The program, according to Poucher, emphasized "the fundamental principles of Christianity and the fundamental principles of Arnericanism.?" George DeHoff, a Tennessee
preacher and publisher of Brewer's autobiography, also
developed a reputation for speaking about Americanism
and anti-Communism."
Many other preachers followed Brewer in developing
a "God and country" preaching tradition. Only in America,
it was supposed, could true Christianity flourish, and only
in a free-market economy, not in a Communist system,
could Christianity survive. The political preaching tradition equated concern for America with church concerns.
The political preachers sought and found respectability
for their local congregations and the church as a whole.
The debaters had focused their combative energies on
defending the kingdom of God, while this new tradition
of preaching focused on the kingdoms of this world.
MICHAEL W. CASEYteaches speech at Pepperdine
University and is a member of the Editorial Board of
Leaven.
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SILENCE
GOD WAS WITH HIS NOTHINGNESS
AND BROKE HIS SILENCE TO CREATE BY WORD,
HE WRAPPED THINGS IN SOUNDS OF IDENTITY
AND LET CREATION DECIDE WHEN TO BE HEARD.
MAN IN HIS QUEST FOR DIVINITY
IMAGINES HIS VOICE HAS QUICKENING POWER
AND SILENCE SPEAKS OF NOTHINGNESS
A NOWHERE IN THE SCHEMES THAT TOWER.
IF WE CANNOT HEAR THE THUNDER PEALS
WE CRAVE EVEN A WHISPERED TONE,
IT IS THE STILLNESS THAT CRIES NIHILITY
THAT TAUNTS IDENTITY, FOREVER ALONE.
OUR PRAYERSDEMAND THE PRESENCE OF GOD
PROVEN BY HIS WORDS OF VINDICATION,
FRIGHTENED BY DIVINE SILENCE
WE TREMBLE OF ABANDONMENT TO SATAN.
DARKNESS IS A PLAYTHING TO HIS LIGHT
SIN, THOUGH FORGIVEN, MAY BLISTER FEET UNSHOD,
BUT EVERYTHING IS CONQUERABLE WHEN WE LEARN
SILENCE IS PRELUDE TO CREATION BY GOD.

-

Published by Pepperdine Digital Commons, 1998

H. Eugene Johnson

5

